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6method of case study research comes from the strategies of
case selection.
At the outset of his book, Gerring highlights that he fo-
cuses on causal inference because treatment of the “descrip-
tive task of gathering evidence is well covered by other au-
thors” (9). Actually, I disagree. I think that political scientists
have very, very few good references on gathering appropriate
data, particularly for the type of enterprise Gerring describes.
The collection of observations that come from heterogeneous
sources and unit of actors remains fairly ad hoc, and the task
of summarizing accounts has received scanty treatment in
political science.
Imagine a hypothetical study of ethnic conflict: someone
is doing a case study in county X, and a survey reveals no
hostile negative attitudes, but five in-depth insider accounts
relate a mix of characterizations, and there is a riot in one
province in which various ethnic slurs were shouted. As far
as I know, the methodological literature tells us very little
about how to score this case. And yet, this is the ever-present
dilemma for the case study researcher working with multiple
sources of data.
I don’t blame Gerring for omitting this type of discussion
from the book because it is really a different kettle of fish, but
I did want to highlight my belief that the integrity of case
study research will rest on principles of descriptive inference
at least as much as on principles of causal inference. More
generally, I think that the discipline has devalued case studies
for the very reason that we have emphasized the value of
causal inference to a much greater extent than good measure-
ment and descriptive inference, even though we know you
can’t do the former without the latter.
Going Forward
To conclude, Case Study Research: Principles and Prac-
tices is at its very best in relating the possibilities for case
study work in logical juxtaposition to other types of inferen-
tial strategies. It is smart, and provides sturdy analytical scaf-
folding for the development of new case studies. I think it
should encourage us to do more case study work with our
heads held high. But we will still need to be explicit and self-
conscious about how those studies get done so that we can
have an even better handle on what it is about intensive study
of a case that convinces us of the strength of a general propo-
sition. Gerring has made a major contribution to social science
by helping to systematize this genre of research.
Note
1 Such as Campbell and Stanley (1966) on quasi-experimental re-
search design; Eckstein (1975) on case studies; Collier’s (1991) and
Sartori’s (1970) statements on the comparative method and the rela-
tionship to statistical methods; and much of the more recent qualita-
tive methods research carried out by other scholars such as Mahoney
(1999); George and Bennett (2004); Brady and Collier (2004); and
King, Keohane, and Verba (1994).
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A large methodological literature addresses the topic of
case studies. But much of this work focuses on issues pertain-
ing to data collection, including techniques of data retrieval
(e.g., ethnography, interviews), coding, and recording. By con-
trast, John Gerring’s stimulating new book, Case Study Re-
search: Principles and Practices, considers the logic of case
study research design. Gerring seeks to explicate the meaning,
purposes, and payoffs of the case study. Although the book
focuses on practices as well as principles, it is not so much a
“user’s guide” as a full-blown theory of the inner workings
and rationales of the case study method. That said, all schol-
ars who read the book will discover many new ideas for carry-
ing out better case study research in practice.
The book is delimited by the kind of case study research
on which it focuses. Within the broad field of case study
research, Gerring’s interest is very explicitly on work that seeks
to make causal inferences, not work whose primary goals fall
into the realm of descriptive inference. For example, the meth-
odological issues that arise for case studies that are mainly
interpretive or rooted in critical theory are not the focus of the
discussion.
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.997317
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Among those case studies that pursue causal inference,
Gerring further focuses on those that seek to generalize from
the case to a larger population. He in fact defines a case study
“as the intensive study of a single case where the purpose of
the study is—at least in part—to shed light on a larger class
of cases (a population)” (20). One implication of this defini-
tion is that work that seeks to explain a single outcome in a
single case is not defined as a case study. Gerring instead
considers this work to be a “single-outcome study,” and he
briefly considers it in the epilogue.
Should studies that primarily try to explain particular out-
comes be left out of the definition of case study? I think the
answer is “no.” Indeed, I will argue that Gerring overempha-
sizes the generalizing aspects of case study research. And I
will suggest that this overemphasis derives from his convic-
tion that the merits of case studies are best evaluated accord-
ing to the extent to which they approximate an experimental
design. The overall consequence, I will suggest, is that Case
Study Research does not address important methodological
issues that apply to a significant strand of case study re-
search in political science—namely, case studies in which the
main goal of analysis is to identify the causes of a specific
outcome in a particular case.
Contributions
Let me first applaud John Gerring for clarifying much of
the general logic of all case studies, and especially generaliz-
ing case studies. The book includes a superb discussion of
the relationship between observations, cases, samples, and
population—which allows Gerring (23–25) to vividly illustrate
the differences between a case study dataset, a cross-case
cross-sectional dataset, and a time-series cross-sectional data-
set. These distinctions, in turn, motivate an excellent discus-
sion of different types of research design, including three
types of case studies:  diachronic, synchronic, and diachronic-
synchronic.
The important chapter 3, “What is a Case Study Good
For?,” offers great insight into the comparative strengths and
weaknesses of case study research. With cross-case research
as the comparison group, Gerring concludes that the case
study is strong at hypothesis generating and weak at hypoth-
esis testing, strong on internal validity and weak on external
validity, strong on locating causal mechanisms and weak on
specifying causal effects, and strong on working with deep
propositions and weak on working with broad propositions. I
agree with the general thrust of these conclusions, though I
want to argue below that: (1) the relative strengths of case
study research derive mainly from its effort to explain particu-
lar outcomes in specific cases, and (2) the relative weaknesses
of case study research are less of a concern when we realize
that the goal is often mainly to explain the particular outcome.
Chapters 4, 5, and 6 are co-authored with Jason Seawright,
Rose McDermott, and Craig Thomas, respectively. The chap-
ter with Seawright offers an excellent discussion of different
techniques for choosing cases. Although researchers often
have theoretical reasons for looking at certain cases, this chap-
ter addresses the methodological issues that should drive
case selection. The typology of types of cases: typical, di-
verse, extreme, deviant, influential, crucial, pathway, most-
similar, and most-different is the most sophisticated and com-
prehensive of its kind (of which I am aware). To boot, the
chapter includes an interesting discussion of the appropriate
cross-case technique for locating different kinds of cases.
Likewise, the chapters with McDermott and Thomas add dis-
tinctive contributions concerning, respectively, the applica-
tion of an experimental template and the use of process-trac-
ing evidence for generating valid causal inferences. Again,
they are written more with the goal of uncovering the logic of
causal inference in case study research than offering a single
set of procedures that analysts can or should try to follow in
their research.
Concerns
My fundamental concern with the book is that it under-
appreciates the extent to which the primary goal of many case
studies is to explain a particular outcome in a specific case. Of
course, all case study researchers must draw on general knowl-
edge, broad theory, and insights from a larger range of cases.
In that sense, even the most particularizing case studies are
very centrally engaged with generalization. However, the goal
of the analysis is often to use general insights and individual
case knowledge to explain the particular. Whether and how
an explanation of the particular sheds direct light on a broader
class of cases is a secondary issue.
The idea that many case studies seek to explain particular
outcomes should not be controversial. What caused World
War I? What caused the French Revolution? What caused
sustained high growth in Korea? What caused the breakdown
of military rule in Argentina? These kinds of questions are
familiar in political science, and I suggest that they animate
much of the case-study research in the discipline. I want to
suggest that these sorts of questions are probably as com-
mon as alternatives: what does World War I teach us about
the causes of war in general? What does the French Revolu-
tion teach us about the causes of revolutions in general?
What does high growth in Korea teach us about the causes of
high growth in general? What does the breakdown of military
rule in Argentina teach us about the breakdown of military
rule in general? I think Gerring favors the latter kinds of ques-
tions. But, as point of fact, I want to argue that many or most
case-study scholars primarily address the former questions,
turning to the latter briefly and often inconclusively (e.g., as
speculative observations at the end of their studies).
Political scientists who favor general knowledge and who
dismiss particular knowledge may find my argument to be
discouraging for the case study method. Yet I think such a
reaction is inappropriate. The social sciences must be ori-
ented toward explaining the particular as well as making gen-
eralizations that apply to broader populations. Both kinds of
explanations contribute knowledge. We cannot look to histo-
rians to develop valid causal inferences about particular out-
comes. Many historians (though certainly not all) lack the
training in theory and method to carry out this kind of re-
search—their distinctive contribution to causal analysis rests
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with the discovery and use of novel sources of data. The
achievement of valid causal inference, even when particular
outcomes are under analysis, requires the toolkit of social
scientists.
If explaining a single outcome is one’s goal, then one will
naturally be concerned with internal validity, mechanisms, rich
explanation, and the possibility of novel hypotheses—the
strengths of case study research identified by Gerring. By the
same token, the comparative weaknesses associated with case
study research—e.g., testing general hypotheses, external va-
lidity, insight about average causal effects, and generaliza-
tion—seem less troubling when we realize the particularizing
goals of much of this research. Hence, appreciating the cen-
trality of explaining the particular allows us to better see the
source of strengths case study research that Gerring himself
identifies. And it makes the weaknesses of this method ap-
pear as less problematic.
However, if much case study research has as its goal the
explanation of the particular, then some of the orienting as-
sumptions of Gerring’s book need to be rethought. Most ba-
sically, questions arise about Gerring’s argument (12) that
“the characteristic virtues and flaws of case study research
designs can be understood according to the degree to which
they conform to, or deviate from, the true experiment.” An
experiment, after all, is intended to assess the effect (if any) of
a given intervention on a dependent variable of interest. It is
not designed to necessarily offer any kind of complete expla-
nation of an outcome. Experiments teach about the average
effects of interventions for populations, not about all of the
factors that explain the outcome of interest in particular cases.
In this sense, the experimental method is thoroughly predi-
cated on the “effects of causes” approach. The same is true of
statistical research, which tries to mimic an experiment in the
context of an observational study. By contrast, case study
researchers are often not concerned with the average effects
of their causes across a large population. They have a very
different research goal: to use reigning theoretical orienta-
tions, general knowledge, and novel inductive discoveries to
explain the outcome of interest. This classic “causes of ef-
fects” approach stands in sharp contrast to an experimental
design—and it has its own distinctive intellectual lineage,
one that is not much discussed in Gerring’s analysis.
The implication of this discussion is that still more work
needs to be done on the case study method. Gerring has done
a remarkably good job of discussing the inner logic and meth-
odology of case studies that seek to generalize about causal
patterns. But case studies are often only secondarily inter-
ested in producing generalizations. A crucial next step is to
start where Gerring’s epilogue leaves us: with case studies
that primarily seek to explain particular outcomes in specific
cases.
On Common Ground: Case Studies in
Comparative Methodological Perspective
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It is perhaps worth noting at the outset that I am fasci-
nated by discussions of methodology in the context of par-
ticular, actual research projects. But I find most books and
articles on methodology to be rather tedious. Some are heavy-
handed in selling the author’s pet approach, and in the case of
even the best advice, I often find myself thinking of all the
intellectual and logistical reasons it would have to be modified
for real projects of which I’m aware. I’ve nonetheless occa-
sionally participated in more general and abstract discussions
of methodology, for two reasons: I know they are a necessary
part of promoting shared understandings in our field of what
constitutes good or at least legitimate political science, and I
know that students entering the field do need some general
guidance before they can come to grips with the specific chal-
lenges presented by their own research interests.
So we do need good methodological texts, and I’m happy
to report that in terms of content, accessibility, and even “anti-
tedium” factor, John Gerring has written an outstanding text. It
is not heavy-handed but it does have interesting, important,
distinctive themes, and what’s more, I have no major quarrel
with them. I take at least some of these main themes to be:
(1) especially when they are used to explore causal mecha-
nisms and claims, case studies must be understood as, at
least implicitly, instances of broader political phenom-
ena, so that the difference between case studies and cross-
case studies is one of degree;
(2) because case studies necessarily involve analyses of
many pertinent observations internal to the case, they
can involve both quantitative and qualitative techniques;
(3) the logic of good causal case studies is at bottom the
same as that of experiments, in the sense that we are
trying to determine whether a particular variable or set of
variables produces an outcome that would not have oc-
curred, all other things being equal (ceteris paribus);
(4) the most basic methodological challenge really comes
in the satisfaction of ceteris paribus assumptions (Gerring
2007, 171). We are looking for ways that we can plausibly
say that the outcomes in which we are interested are trace-
able to the causes in which we are interested, but we can
only really be confident of that if we have good reason to
believe that, if everything else were just the same but
those causes had been absent, the outcome would not
have occurred. I want to stress this because, as I’ll note
shortly, making ceteris paribus claims in social science
research is very difficult, whether or not we use particular
quantitative or qualitative techniques.
